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Section 5 The Bolshevik Revolution

V. I. Lenin
WHAT IS TO BE DONE?

A seminal document of Marxism-Leninism was Lenin’s pamphlet What Is to Be
Done? published in 1902, fifteen years before the tsar’s overthrow. In this tract,
Lenin addressed the big questions facing Russian Marxists (who called them-
selves Social Democrats after the German Social Democratic party that served as
their model). How could they effectively channel the mounting discontent in
Russian society and especially in the new industrial working class? How could
they prevail against the secret police in the tsarist police state (referred to by
Lenin as the autocracy)? How could they find Russia’s way among the complexi-
ties of the modern world and master them? The answers Lenin offered to these
difficult questions—found in the following passages—helped shape the Soviet
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regime.

Without revolutionary theory there can be no
revolutionary movement. This idea cannot be
insisted upon too strongly. . . . Yert, for Russian
Social-Democrats the importance of theory is
enhanced by three other circumstances, which
are often forgotten: first, by the fact that our
Party is only in process of formation, its fea-
tures are only just becoming defined, and it has
as yet far from settled accounts with the other
trends of revolutionary thought that threaten to
divert the movement from the correct path. . . .

Secondly, the Social-Democratic movement is
in its very essence an international movement.
This means, not only that we must combat na-
tional chauvinism, but that an incipient move-
ment in a young counrry can be successful only if
it makes use of the experiences of other countries.
In order to make use of these experiences it is not
enough merely to be acquainted with them, or
simply to copy out the latest resolutions. What is
required is the ability to trear these experiences
critically and to test them independently. He
who realises how enormously the modern work-

ing-class movement has grown and branched out
will understand what a reserve of theoretical
forces and political (as well as revolutionary) ex-
perience is required to carry our this task.

[Tlhe national tasks of Russian Social-
Democracy are such as have never confronted
any other socialist party in the world. We shall

have occasion further on to deal with the politi-
cal and organisational duties which the task of
emancipating the whole people from the yoke
of autocracy imposes upon us. At this point, we
wish to state only that the role of vanguard
[fighter can be fulfilled only by a party that is guided
by the most advanced theory. . . .

We have said that there conld not have been
Social-Democratic consciousness among the
workers. It would have to be brought to them
from without. The history of all countries
shows that the working class, exclusively by its
own effore, is able to develop only trade-union
consciousness, i.e. the conviction that it is nec-
essary to combine in unions, fight the employ-
ers, and strive to compel the government to
pass necessary labour legislation, etc. The the-
ory of socialism, however, grew out of the
philosophic, historical, and economic theories
elabotated by educated representatives of the
propertied classes, by intellectuals. By their so-
cial status, the founders of modern scienrific so-
cialism, Marx and Engels, themselves belonged
to the bourgeois intelligentsia. In the very same
way, in Russia, the theoretical doctrine of So-
cial-Democracy arose altogether independently
of the sponraneous growth of the working-class
movement; it arose as a natural and inevirable
outcome of the development of thought among
the revolutionary socialist intelligentsia. . . .
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Given the ignorance of the working class,
said Lenin, revolutionary leadership had to
come from a close-knit vanguard of dedi-
cated and disciplined professional revolu-
tionaries as well trained as the tsarist police
and always in close touch with the masses.
The revolutionary leaders had to raise work-
ing-class awareness to a comprehensive un-
derstanding of the coming crisis in Russia
and the capitalist world generally.

... T assert: (1) that no revolutionary move-
ment can endure without a stable organisation
of leaders maintaining continuity; (2) that the
broader the popular mass drawn spontaneously
into the struggle, which forms the basis of the
movement and participates in it, the more ur-
gent the need for such an organisation, and the
more solid this organisation must be (for it is
much easier for all sorts of demagogues to side-
track the more backward sections of the
masses); (3) that such an organisation must
consist chiefly of people professionally engaged
in revolutionary activity; (4) that in an auto-
cratic state, the more we confine the member-
ship of such an organisation to people who ate
professionally engaged in revolutionary activity
and who have been professionally trained in the
art of combating the political police, the more
difficult will it be to unearth the organisation;
and (5) the greater will be the number of people
from the working class and from the other so-
cial classes who will be able to join the mave-
ment and perform active wotk in it. . . .

... Social-Democracy leads the struggle of
the working class, not only for becter terms for
the sale of labour-power, but for the abolition
of the social system that compels the property-
less to sell themselves to the rich. Social-
Democracy represents the working class, not in
its relation to a given group of employers alone,
but in its relation to all classes of modern soci-
ety and to the state as an organised political
force. Hence, it follows that not only must So-
cial-Democrats not confine themselves exclu-
sively to the economic struggle, but that they
must not allow [investigating mismanagement

of the economy} to become the predominant
part of their activities. We must take up ac-
tively the polirical education of the working
class and the development of its political
CONSCIOUSNESS.

Lenin did not think there was a danger that
the secret, tightly centralized revolutionary
organization would establish a dictatorship
over the proletariat. He trusted that close
comradeship and a sense of responsibility
would lead to a superior revolutionary
“democratism.” He looked to the Russian
revolutionaries as the vanguard of the inter-
national revolutionary movement.

... We can never give a mass organisation
that degree of secrecy without which there can
be no question of persistent and continuous
struggle against the government. To concen-
trate all secret functions in the hands of as
small a number of professional revolutionaries
as possible does not mean that the latrer will
“do the thinking for all” and that the rank and
file will not take an active part in the movement.
On the contrary, the membership will promote
increasing numbers of the professional revolu-
tionaries from its ranks; for it will know thar it
is not enough for a few students and for a few
working men waging the economic struggle to
gather in order to form a “committee,” but that
it takes years to train oneself to be a profes-
sional revolutionary. ... Centralisation of the
most secret functions in an organisation of rev-
olutionaries will not diminish, but rather in-
crease the extent and enhance the quality of the
activity of a large number of other organisa-
tions, that are intended for a broad public and
are therefore as loose and as non-secret as possi-
ble, such as workers’ trade unions; workers’
self-education circles and circles for reading il-
legal literature; and sacialist, as well as demo-

cratic, circles among /] other sections of the
population; etc., etc. We must have such cir-
cles, trade unions, and organisations every-
whete in as large a number as possible and with
the widest variety of functions. . . .
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... The only serious organisational principle
for the active workers of our movement should
be the strictest secrecy, the strictest selection of
members, and the craining of professional revo-
lutionaries. Given these qualities, something
even more than “democratism” would be guar-
anteed to us, namely, complete, comradely, mu-
tual confidence among revolutionaries. . . . They
have a lively sense of their responsibility, knowing
as they do from experience that an organisation
of real revolutionaries will stop at nothing to rid
itself of an unworthy member. . . .

... Our worst sin with regard to organisa-
tion consists in the fact chat by our primitiveness
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we have lowered the prestige of revolutionaries in
Russia. A person who is flabby and shaky on
questions of theory, who has a narrow outlook,
who pleads the spontaneity of the masses as an
excuse for his own sluggishness, who resembles
a trade-union secretary more than a spokesman
of the people, who is unable to conceive of a
broad and bold plan that would command the
respect even of opponents, and who is inexperi-
enced and clumsy in his own professional art—
the art of combating the political police—such
a man is not a revolutionary, but a wretched
amateut!

N. N. Sukhanov

TROTSKY AROUSES THE PEOPLE

Playing a crucial role in the Bolshevik seizure of power on November 7, 1917,
was Leon Trotsky (1879-1940). Born Lev Davidovich Bronstein, the son of a
prosperous Jewish farmer in Ukraine, Trotsky was attracted early to the ranks
of the revolutionaries, and he shared their fate. Exiled to Siberia in 1902, he es-
caped to Switzerland with a faked passport in the name of Leon Trotsky. Back
in Russia for the Revolution of 1905, he was again exiled and again escaped.
After a period abroad, he returned to Russia after the overthrow of the tsar in
March 1917 and soon assumed a leading role among the Bolsheviks. In Septem-
ber 1917, as the moderate regime of Kerensky began to totter, Trotsky was
elected chairman of the Petrograd Soviet; soon afterward, he masterminded the

Military-Revolutionary Committee, the Bolshevik strike force.

On the evening of November 4, Trotsky delivered a rousing speech at the
Peoples’ House, a popular theater much used for working-class meetings. His
speech is described by an eyewitness, the Menshevik leader N. N. Sukhanov, in

his 1917 book The Russian Revolution.

The mood of the people, more than 3,000, who
filled the hall was definitely tense; they were all
silently waiting for something. The audience
was of course primarily workers and soldiers,
but more than a few typically lower-middle-
class men’s and women’s figures were visible.
Trotsky’s ovation seemed to be cut short
premarurely, out of curiosity and impatience:
what was he going to say? Trotsky at once
began to heat up the atmosphere, with his skill

and brilliance. I remember that at length and
with extraordinary power he drew a picture of
the suffering of the crenches. Thoughts flashed
through my mind of the inevitable incon-
gruity of the pares in this oratorical whole. Burt
Trotsky knew what he was doing. The whole
point lay in the mood. The political conclu-
sions had long been familiar. They could

be condensed, as long as there were enough
highlights.




